Qu Yuan was Pushed!
The legend of Qu Yuan's death by suicide in 278 BCE is part of the history of dragon boat racing. The aging poet and politician, devastated by the news that the capitol of Chu had been taken over by the opposing Chin army, threw himself to his death from a bridge over the Mei Lo river. The villagers, grief-stricken at the loss of their beloved poet, rushed to the scene in their river boats where they beat the water with their paddles to drive off the spirits that would prevent his soul from making a proper passage to the afterlife. They also threw sticky rice dumplings to appease the water spirits and/or honor Qu Yuan's passing. 

That is the official story, but it is not what really happened.
 Poets then, as now, were more-or-less tolerated but seldom admired by their contemporaries as heroes. In fact, the mixture of bureaucrat and poet has had a fairly rough history over the millennia.
 Qu Yuan was no exception. He was also one of the last hold-outs against a new government that was clearly an improvement over the old regime, and most of the local population understood that they would probably be better off without his politics, let alone his tiresome orations from the middle of the downtown bridge. 

Qu Yuan may be admired in legend, but it is unlikely that he was appreciated in his own time. The modern historian Henri Maspero offers this insight into his personality: 

"Chinese was not his mother tongue, from that perhaps came a certain clumsiness of expression which the Chinese have remarked ever since; and from that also perhaps came his pedantry, his desire to show off his knowledge of antiquity …all reflecting the slightly puerile vanity of a good student satisfied with his laboriously acquired erudition."

How did Qu Yuan really die? He was perched on the parapet of the bridge warming up for another hour of verse when he seemed to just "slip off" for no apparent reason. At least, that's what the witnesses were willing to report. 

It is true that all the local boat people jumped into their river boats and raced to the scene of the "accident." And it is also true that they pounded the water with their paddle blades. But all the evidence suggests that they were not trying to save Qu Yuan or protect his soul, but rather wanted to make sure that he stayed down. Meanwhile spectators from the bridge pelted the struggling poet with rocks whenever he managed to get clear (although these have become sticky
 rice cakes in later versions of the story).

Of course, even during the "Warring States" period (403-221 BCE) there were authorities to answer to after a violent death, so the local boat people quickly re-told the story with an entirely different spin. 
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It is interesting to observe that the earliest written record of Qu Yuan's "suicide" does not appear until at least 100 years later in a poem by Jia Yi,
 another bureaucrat-poet who was experiencing similar problems with authority. And the poem in which this appears is in turn only preserved through the highly opinionated historian Ssu-ma Ch'ien, writing 170 years after the fact.
 

Qu Yuan reads from "Spirits of the Fallen" to what 
appears to be a less-than-appreciative audience. 

Then there is the issue of the burial site. The locals say the body was never found. Other traditions hold that there were as many as 12 burial sites, all of them established as decoys to throw the invading Chins off the track. 

This phenomenon of multiple burial sites continued into modern times, with the reasoning being "so that people who want to pay their respects should not have to travel inconveniently long distances." The current official burial site was not established until 1949.

Does this smell like a cover-up, or what? You don't pummel someone with paddles and rocks until they drown without leaving bruises. The body was never found for a reason. 

But Qu Yuan's legacy remains. That is why traditional dragon boat tactics involved aggressive spectator involvement, including throwing things at the boats. In some regions it was actually considered bad luck if no-one drowned during the event.

[image: image2.jpg]


Qu Yuan's plunge into the Milo river. Suicide or 
homicide? 

Boat people are superstitious,
 but they are also very practical. The thought of taking time out from an otherwise productive day of river commerce is almost as unlikely as the idea of throwing good food into the river for no tangible purpose.
 All the evidence points clearly to homicide -- but this is no less reason to celebrate the first recorded dragon boat festival, and to pay tribute to out-of-touch politicians and unappreciated poets throughout history who came to untimely ends. 
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Elm Lee paddles with the DragonMax dragon boat team in Berkeley, California.
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